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This article is based on the results of an investigation into the views of 264 Community Youth Work graduates throughout Northern Ireland from 1972 – 2001. The findings from this regional study provide important and useful insights into the Community Youth Work profession. This paper analyses the findings under the following separate but interrelated areas; Issues associated directly with career such as, fixed or permanent posts, self-image, reasons for entering or leaving the profession, ‘variety’ within the profession, problems with unsociable hours, curriculum and team work. The paper also highlights concerns around retention, management, gender and religious balance and the sustainability of projects due to short term funding trends and the volatile political situation. 
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Youth Work in Northern Ireland.
Within Northern Ireland there are just over 517,000 young people that fall within the Youth Service age range of 4 –25 years. The Northern Ireland youth population is the youngest in the UK, with those under 25 years of age representing 36% of the population.  A reasonable starting point for our policy framework is the Education and Libraries Order (NI) 1986, and the Youth Service (NI) Order 1989 (succeeding the Recreation and Youth Service Order (NI) 1973), as the main statutory ‘legal’ provisions for the ‘Youth Service’, although there has been a Statutory Youth Service since 1973. A Model for Effective Practice (1987) has been revised and re-launched in 2003. 1

Jeffs and Smith (1990) point out, ‘…in Northern Ireland policies such as centralised curriculum and contract bidding were initially testbedded by the Department of Education.’ The Department of Education, which is responsible for the Youth Service in Northern Ireland has recently issued a Draft Strategy Consultation Document (July 2004) which is another important milestone in the development of youth work. However it should be noted that in Northern Ireland the local District or County Councils have no direct responsibility for youth work as this falls to five Education and Library Boards.

Another significant policy development in Northern Ireland is the recently launched draft 10-year strategy for Children and Young People (Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister 2004) that includes ideas such as proposals to turn schools into out-of-hours multi-agency centres similar to England’s extended schools policy. Other considerations include the setting up of an adolescent health service as well as a draft action around awareness raising on young people’s rights. Inevitably in such documents you will not find funding commitments, although, importantly, the strategy was developed with a commitment to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child’s principles of provision, protection and participation. 

Young people In Northern Ireland have grown up in a divided society that has significantly impacted on choice and opportunity. Many parts of this society, both urban and rural, are polarised and life is often characterised by sectarian hatred and suspicion which is dogged by on-going community strife. There have been ceasefires and peacefires, a Belfast Agreement (1998) which launched a thousand reviews including, for example, A Review of the Criminal Justice System (2001) and by far the most significant a Review of Public Administration that is due to be published early in 2005. We are now well into the EU Peace II funding (1999) which followed Peace I (1994). This European Union (EU) Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland and the Border Regions of Ireland is designed to embed the peace process at all levels. The programme addresses the economic and social issues in the specific context of Northern Ireland’s transition to a more peaceful and stable society. The implications for Community Youth York have been spectacular in that money has poured into areas in all shapes and forms. One outcome of this has been the emergence of three distinct but separate sectors in Northern Ireland, i.e. the statutory sector, a vibrant voluntary sector and a growing community sector. Crucially however, the influx of short-term funding has created an industry that cannot be sustained and a funding precipice is in view as the end of Peace II approaches. Moreover, tension is evident between the statutory providers and many of the voluntary and community groups who have filled a gap not normally dealt with by the Statutory Youth Service. 

Background to the Research.
In 1991 the University of Ulster (UUJ) published a report which mapped the career paths of over 250 individuals who had attained a professional Community Youth Work qualification at the University between 1974-1989 (McCready and Warm, 1991). The report was valuable not only in shaping professional Youth and Community Work training, but also in providing empirical evidence on a range of human resource and policy issues within the Community Youth Work sector. 

A decade later, the Youth Work Training Board and the Department of Education commissioned the University of Ulster to conduct a similar study, this time aiming to map the career paths of individuals from Northern Ireland who had graduated in Community Youth Work between 1972 and 2001. The study was widened to include those from Northern Ireland who had graduated not only from University of Ulster, but also from other universities and colleges throughout the UK and Ireland. The focus of the study was also broadened to collect qualitative data on perspectives of Community Youth Workers on their own profession. 

Rationale for the Research
The research brief was based on the fact that employers in the field of Community Youth Work had increasingly expressed concern through the Course’s Consultative Group (an advisory body to the University on the training needs of the Youth Work profession) that advertised posts were attracting few responses from qualified workers. The suggestion was that some qualified Community Youth Workers were not seeking employment within the sector or indeed may be leaving the sector. With a steady flow of graduates leaving the University there were reasons to believe that job opportunities outside traditional employment was proving more attractive. There was also anecdotal evidence that youth workers were expressing dissatisfaction with terms and conditions of employment and that there were murmurings of discontent about some employer’s casual adherence to JNC. 

Whilst employers identified a concern around recruitment, and in some cases retention of youth workers, the Community Youth Work team at the University were training an average of 40-50 new graduates per annum. 





The target population for the research was primarily individuals from Northern Ireland who had graduated from professional training courses at the Ulster Polytechnic (now the University of Ulster). The population extended to those from Northern Ireland who had gained a professional qualification elsewhere. These included qualifications gained at Manchester Metropolitan; Westhill College, Birmingham; St. Martin’s, Lancaster; Jordanhill Campus, Strathclyde, Glasgow; St. Mark and St. John Plymouth; St. Patrick’s College, Maynooth; Northern College, Dundee; North East Wales Institute, Wrexham and Moray House, Edinburgh. The target population covered all those who had qualified between 1972 and 2001.

Gathering contact addresses for as many ex-students as possible was a formidable challenge given that some potential respondents had graduated up to 30 years previously.  However extensive phone calls and postal enquiries achieved a list of 540 individuals each of whom was sent a postal questionnaire. This was deemed the most suitable method of data collection given the geographic dispersal of former graduates. The self-completion questionnaire approach also offered anonymity for the respondent. In total 264 respondents returned the questionnaires providing a 49% representative sample.

Research Findings: Discussion and Analysis.

The research questionnaire was comprehensive and involved a large number of respondents representative of Community Youth Work either in the statutory or voluntary/community sector. Most of the questions were closed, for statistical analysis, although there were a few open-ended questions to allow for comments. The questionnaire was designed to elucidate information under the following six headings and related sub-headings; Issues associated with Community Youth Work as a career path; Management issues; Training; Ideological shift; the influence of External forces and lastly Future trends. 

Issues associated with Community Youth Work as a career path:

Self-image.
Being a Community Youth Worker was thought to be a profession with a ‘noble calling’ and what Davies (1999) refers to as a Service underpinned by a ‘conception of charity as the proper and only framework for responding to those regarded as in need.’ But, conversely, there were comments that gave the impression that the professional self-image was not always as positive as the language of vocation implies. There were many respondents who believed that Community Youth Workers themselves have an important role to play in acquiring the professional recognition and respect they desire.  

Respondents perceived that that youth work was not always viewed as a serious profession when set alongside social work or teaching for example. This perception has continually dogged youth workers and is steeped in its history. For Jeffs and Smith (1987;1990) the reason Youth and Community Work has not emerged as a distinct profession is due to the failure of education and training institutions ‘…to develop a strong theoretical base which would provide the occupation with a commonly understood identity and purpose.’ The debate goes back to the 1970s when Westacott (1976) identified a ‘…growth, slow, haphazard and apparently without direction… (and a) difficulty in youth workers getting themselves recognised.’ This period saw a campaign by youth workers to get their professional status recognised along with a proper career structure and pay. Davies (1999) refers to the ‘…blurring of the Service’s identity’ during the 1970s. For Holmes (1981) there was a split within the workforce at this time that could be interpreted as ‘… a debilitating identity crisis for the Service.’ While investigating the nature of youth work in Northern Ireland, Harland, Morgan and Muldoon (2005)2 found that many full-time youth workers had difficulty with articulating youth work beyond relationship building and personal development. It could be argued that the limited perception of youth work as a profession may be a manifestation of the lack of a comprehensive professional body of knowledge that usually accompanies professionalism. 

Irrespective of self-image it is significant that in regard to career paths over 75% of the sample saw themselves staying within Community Youth Work and only 6% expressed a desire to leave and move into an unrelated field. 

Diversity within the profession.
Since the Warm and McCready (1991) study which indicated that qualified workers were seeking and gaining employment in non-traditional youth work agencies, there has been a significant increase in those employed in Community Youth Work settings outside of the statutory sector. The growth of the voluntary/community sector throughout the 1990’s has increased into the new millennium. Respondents found themselves with a widening range of responsibilities and different demands upon their expertise.  Huge variety in job titles revealed the increasingly multi-faceted feature of Community Youth Work in Northern Ireland.  Sawbridge and Spence (1990) similarly found that ‘salary, job title and qualification data was severely problematic for comparative purposes’ and actually found 50 different job titles used across one region in England.  The lack of standardisation of job titles is undoubtedly connected to a growing and resilient voluntary sector and the fact that a youth workers skills and expertise are being recognised by non-traditional employers. Examples of this include the Probation Service, Youth Justice and Health and Social Services Trusts.  

Youth work is exposed to diversion and colonisation. Jeffs and Smith (1987, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1998/99, 2002 and Smith, 2003) have consistently stressed the ‘that the Youth Service as a distinct entity was in great danger of disappearing’ and discuss how history and informal education unite as the special features of youth work. Davies (1999) in his fine history of Youth Work in England litters his early pages with evidence of voluntary association as the lynchpin of our profession. It is important to note that as youth work drifts into the preserve of other professions e.g. probation, police, teachers, social workers, there is a danger of youth work losing its distinctiveness or compromising its overall purpose. This was also a key finding in the Harland et al (2005) study. 

Gender, Age and Religious Profile of NI workforce
Of the respondents, 53% were male and 47% female. The research showed that females tended to be from younger age groups in the Service and at an earlier stage in their career paths. (For those under 35 years of age women outnumber men by nearly two to one). In the last three years of graduating students women outnumber men by three to two. New recruits to the Service, who are mostly female, are most vulnerable to the trend towards short term contracts.  The inevitable funding precipice (predicted for 2006) will come and, potentially, the first to suffer will be the younger, mostly female youth worker new in the service. 

Data indicated that in the early years of Community Youth Work training on the University of Ulster programmes, entrants to the courses tended to be mature males (over 23), with prior work experience. In the 1970s and 1980s career routes for new professionals lay predominantly in the Statutory Youth Service. Undoubtedly, this has contributed to the current over-representation of males in senior positions within that sector. At Director and Senior Manager levels males outnumber females five to one.  Conversely, since the 1990s the main group of entrants to Community Youth Work courses have been females (under 21), often joining the course immediately after completing their A Levels. In recent years females have outnumbered males by as much as five to one on Ulster’s full time degree Community Youth Work programme. This emerging gender pattern is reflected in other training courses in Northern Ireland such as social work and teaching. It does raise serious concerns in regard to future recruitment issues and the projected ratio of male to female workers entering the Youth Service in Northern Ireland.  This may be a trend reflected across the UK and not just Northern Ireland. 

In the research, the age categories were as follows: 






3% were over the age of 60.

If we extrapolate these figures and apply it to the workforce in general it can be suggested that 75% of the workforce is under 45 years of age.
 
As noted, what is also clear is that women are strongly represented in the younger age bracket (40% female under 35 compared to 24% male). Whilst 31% of the respondents are over 50 years of age, this divides into 25% male, 6% female. In only two of the last twelve intakes to the University of Ulster Community Youth Work courses have men outnumbered women. Whilst this may go a long way to redressing a balance whereby men outnumbered women on degrees through the 1970s and 1980s, it does not offer the Service the balanced workforce necessary for development and responsiveness to needs. Employers express concern about shortage of male applicants for jobs and in particular for detached youth work. 
What compounds the picture in Northern Ireland is not just this lower number of men entering the profession but the decreasing numbers of males coming from the Protestant tradition. Only 33% of respondents in the research were from the Protestant tradition. In our situation of polarised and segregated communities it is more usual than not that a qualified worker will choose to work in their own community. This makes recruitment increasingly difficult for the community under-represented at entrant level. 

If the clear majority of Catholics (55%) over Protestants (33%) in the research sample is representative of the field, this is unrepresentative of the Northern Ireland population which is roughly 55% Protestants to 45% Catholics. Some employers have expressed concerns over the difficulties they have experienced in recruiting qualified personnel (particularly males) for jobs within Protestant communities. Although there has been an apparent increase in Protestant applicants in recent years, the issue points to the need for monitoring recruitment trends and perhaps a more targeted approach to recruitment at entry level.

There can be no doubt from the findings of this research that the Community Youth sector in Northern Ireland has broadened significantly and career paths have consequently diversified.  While it can be gratifying to see increasing proportions of graduates remaining within the sector there is considerable unease about the long-term sustainability of many aspects of Community Youth Work, particularly in the voluntary and community sector. 

Funding and the nature of contracts
Of the statutory sector sample, 91% had permanent contracts. This compared with a voluntary sector figure of only 47%.  The prevalence of fixed term contracts left many professionally qualified workers with feelings of uncertainty and vulnerability about their future. There were concerns that short-term contractual work seriously restricted what could be achieved with young people. Voluntary and community sector workers were frustrated at having to complete cumbersome funding applications, often to secure not only the work of the agency but their own posts. Conversely, some respondents believed that this ‘keeps workers on their toes’ and prevented them from stagnating in their current positions. Whereas permanent contracts fostered security and opportunity for long term planning, temporary or fixed term contracts generated feelings of insecurity and restrictive opportunities for long term planning. It is important to acknowledge that the high dependence of workers on temporary and short-term contracts is not exclusive to Northern Ireland (see Crimmens et al, 2004) and temporary contracts have increasingly become the norm in many professions.

From the survey, the average number of posts held since graduation was 3.1.  It is a feature and expectation of Community Youth Work graduates that they will probably have an itinerant employment lifestyle. This was a trend predicted by Jeffs and Smith (1990) who forecast ‘we are heading for a massive growth in short term contracting…part time job share and temporary employment’.  The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JFR) study into the extent and nature of detached and outreach work in England and Wales (Crimmens, et al 2004; Spence, Pugh and Turner, 2003) identified an over dependence on part time staff (50%) and volunteers (27%). ‘The root of difficulties with staff is funding…some 47% had secure funding and were mostly in the statutory sector.’ The Northern Ireland research also mirrors the findings of the JRF study, in identifying how full time workers were increasingly being removed from face to face practice. Spence et al (2003) refer to the displacement of skills of full time workers leading to an imbalance in the Service offered to young people. The concern (and anticipated crisis in Northern Ireland) will occur when the funding precipice arrives (i.e. at the end of Peace II monies) and many short-term posts are no longer funded. 

The Peace I funding package (1994) was targeted at the voluntary sector and did not allow direct applications for funding from statutory bodies. This was to change under Peace II (1999) whereby partnership bids (voluntary and statutory) were encouraged. However the bias of Peace I (1994) as a funding source for the voluntary sector established a trend towards short-term posts in the early to mid 1990s.  Northern Ireland has traditionally been a place where charitable trusts made their funding available. This also favoured short-term injections of funding to pilot areas of innovative practice more traditionally associated with voluntary sector youth work. Distribution of this funding was not entirely controlled by government policy e.g. targeting social need. Nor did it discriminate on grounds of religious affiliation or ethnicity. But increasingly funding distribution maps have identified areas with no record of successful funding applications and areas of weak community infrastructure devoid even of submitting applications for funding. Many of these areas can be identified as housing people mostly from the Protestant tradition. Local politicians representing these areas have claimed discrimination by funders and called for a redressing of the balance. Yet what the mapping actually highlighted was what McCready (2001) identified as the Protestant community’s discomfort with, and hardened attitude against, community development from the onset of the ‘troubles.’ ‘Community development was seen as a means to bring about unwanted changes and right wing unionist politicians fed off this propaganda and often portrayed Catholics as enemies of the State’ (McCready, 2001). Catholic communities, on the other hand, had a strong tradition of ‘going it alone’ and a well-developed infrastructure and willingness to apply for funding that would enable them to be less dependent on state services and patronage.  

Reasons for Leaving a Post in Community Youth Work
Eighty percent of respondents had pursued careers within either the voluntary/community sector or the statutory sector. Only 4% had left a permanent post for a temporary of fixed-term post. A move to a better job tended to come about through increased opportunities that arose from the massive influx of Peace funding into Northern Ireland since 1994 and in this context, job changes were more apparent towards the community and voluntary sectors than the statutory sector. Thus 16% had moved posts from statutory to the community/voluntary sectors whereas 5% had moved from the voluntary/community to statutory. Nevertheless, this demonstrates a low level of movement between sectors. The end of a contract was rated the second highest reason for leaving a post and acquiring a permanent position was rated third. Promotion and improved salary were also important reasons for leaving a post and 79% of respondents rated lack of support as either a major reason or an influence of some extent on them leaving post.

Reasons for leaving the profession
Domestic reasons were given as the main response for leaving the profession, reflecting a number of factors relating to personal and family matters. Unsociable hours (53%) was third highest reason and it should be noted that twice as many female respondents stated unsociable hours had influenced their decision to leave the profession.  95% of respondents reported they were required to work during the evenings and 82% were required to work weekends. It is a trend that is unlikely to change in the future. This may be more significant to the statutory sector where it seemed that four nights per week was an insistence and not a guide. High stress levels were also a contributing factor across all sectors. Respondents referred to long hours, lack of career opportunities, perceived low status of youth work, deadlines for reports, having to justify statistics and lack of job security as some of the reasons behind the stress. Interestingly salaries were not cited as a major factor for respondents who left the profession (15%) although some respondents felt that salaries did not reflect the often stressful nature of the work. Notably, over half of those who chose not to enter Community Youth Work as a profession did enter a related profession such as social work or educational welfare. 

Lack of management support was also highlighted as a key reason for workers leaving the profession. Different management cultures within organisations and agencies contributed to many within the workforce feeling unsupported and isolated. Respondents were concerned that managers may not use the same principles and practices they as youth workers use with young people. The management style seemed to preclude relationship building, personal development, partnerships and other building blocks of youth work which should be central to any management style and strategy. Davies refers to ‘managerialist’ methods and styles of organisation in the post Albemarle period. Smith (2003) brings the issue up to date when he refers to the Service becoming ‘commodified’ and exposes how ‘bureaucratisation (in youth work) leads to the dominance of what is correct rather than what is right or good’ as a significant factor in determining practice. The researchers believe that the area of management is so important that additional research should be carried out in the near future. 

Curriculum
Given the diversity of Community Youth Work (with a voluntary workforce of around 18,000 working in registered groups) and the emergence of three distinct sectors, the research highlighted the increasing need for a coherent and co-ordinated Youth Service. Attempts to mobilise around a curriculum have been resisted (mainly from voluntary and community sectors) both on historical and ideological grounds. The current ongoing debate about curriculum in England highlights the potential destructive role an imposed curriculum can have. The debate about when it was introduced to the Service (Jeffs 2004; Merton and Wylie 2004) is much less relevant in Northern Ireland where there has been a curriculum since 1987. Youth Work: A Model for Effective Practice (1997) was designed as a supportive framework and is broadly referred to as a curriculum framework. It is accepted that it is neither possible nor desirable to set out the content of a detailed curriculum to cover the breadth of provision in Northern Ireland. Basically the Model for Effective Practice is something to encourage youth workers ‘to develop their practice, and see it as a tool that can be adapted or re-shaped to suit the situation in which they are working’. Above all the Model is ‘is not intended to lead to a single, prescriptive and inflexible curriculum framework’

Such statements enable the curriculum debate to be muted and, in fact, passed over in Northern Ireland. It is with interest that readers in Northern Ireland observe the verbal sparring between Ord, Jeffs, Merton and Wylie, Robertson, Brent and Davies (2004) in recent editions of Youth and Policy. On the one hand with envy as articulate academics, administrators and practitioners exchange views, and the other hand with dismay as lessons from Northern Ireland appear to be ignored in the exchanges. A curriculum in Northern Ireland has not led to an increase in resources from the state. The Merton and Wylie (2004) argument that it would assist the ‘task of campaigning and communicating youth work’s key messages’ has not really been our experience. Whilst the argument made by Jeffs (2004) that suggests a curriculum would contribute to ‘a break with the historical mode of practice that has given them (youth workers) a unique place in the tapestry of education’ does not hold true either. The break with that historical tenet of youth work (voluntary association) would appear to have more to do with funding mechanisms and survival instincts than curriculum.  

Training issues
A matter relating to self-image and the perceived lower status of the profession was the duration of initial professional training for Community Youth Workers in Northern Ireland. At present it takes a minimum of two years full time (or one year full time, accelerated if you have a non-cognate degree) to achieve the initial qualification into the profession (i.e. Diploma in Higher Education). This is in comparison to other professions e.g. teaching and social work where professional training is three years full time for the initial professional qualification. Given the increasing demands on workers, the expanding body of knowledge and complexity of issues affecting young people, as well as the diverse range of skills necessary to carry out Community Youth Work, perhaps the time is right to make initial training three years for full-time participants. 

The Education and Training Standards Committee (National Youth Agency) has stated that, from September 2010, youth work will become a degree-level profession bringing England in line with training in Scotland. The indications are that Wales will follow suit and Northern Ireland (and possibly Republic of Ireland) will complete the set. Steve Drowley, team manager training standards, NYA, is quoted in Young People Now (December 2004) that ‘…moving to a three-year degree will raise the status of the profession’. From a training perspective it also allows for more time to prepare potential youth workers for the demands of the job.

The research also raised issues around post-qualifying training.  It was worthy of note that over 50% of the sample had undertaken further study and gained additional qualifications albeit in other areas. In January 2002, the University of Ulster launched its new Postgraduate Diploma/Masters in Youth and Community Work as a result of demands from the field. It would be a positive development for Community Youth Work to become an all degree profession with pathways to study locally at Masters Level. 

Ideological shift
Survey respondents identified policy overload amongst their concerns and referred to fatigue and role confusion. There were comments around the need for a more strategic and sharper focus for the work and concerns expressed around the lack of clarity in the definition of the work. This is not new.  Smith having argued in 1987 and 1988 that ‘…the Youth Service, as a distinctive entity is in danger of disappearing,’ in 1992 Jeffs and Smith refer to ‘youth workers having to transmute themselves into something else.’ They advise that, ‘we cannot provide instant solutions to moral panics’. Smith (2003) counsels how we should be careful against youth workers loosing their vision and take care against youth work moving into the mainstream ‘alongside social work and schooling’ arguing that it is necessary to protect our profession from adopting the North American model of Youth Development. There is no doubt that participation in our research project has helped to reopen the debate in Northern Ireland about the status of youth work as a profession.

Respondents expressed strong views in regard to changes that are occurring within their respective Education and Library Boards. This was evidenced by growing trends within the Statutory Youth Service to take the full-time qualified workers out of youth centres and onto the streets, into schools, or into other specialist areas of work. Despite a changing focus away from youth centre-based work across UK and Ireland, it should not be assumed that the youth centre has lost its place at the heart of youth work. Its role, function and purpose (and potential for professional training placements) should be debated along with other philosophical and ideological changes that are occurring within Youth Service. This research suggests that while there is a definite change in the focus of youth work over the past fifteen years, this change or ideological shift appears to be driven by policy and finance rather than debated philosophical discussion among practitioners who work on the ground. 

Working in a Team
Community youth work has traditionally depended on team working for success as a value and a necessity. As money became available in Northern Ireland, many of the new youth work projects were created as single person projects and worker isolation increasingly became a feature of employment. Such was this phenomenon that by the late 1990s the Youth Council of Northern Ireland (established in 1990 by the Youth Service (NI Order with a primary role to advise the Minster of Education and others on the development of the Youth Service) and YouthNet (voluntary headquarters organisation) requested the University of Ulster to provide a pre-vocational Certificate in Youth Studies targeting those working in isolated situations. 

Youth workers working in a team have always been the preferred approach. Recently there appears to be a redressing of the isolation factor and a more concerted attempt to get back to a team working formula. Many research respondents perceived teamwork as the primary way to overcome isolation and help boost morale. They welcomed opportunities to co-work particularly in detached/area-based work. 

More youth-led provision  
There has been much talk recently in Northern Ireland about youth participation and the empowerment of young people. Many respondents, particularly within the statutory sector, felt that there has not been enough emphasis and effort in bringing young people into decision-making processes. Youth-led activity was viewed by many as fundamental to the future and development of community youth work and an area that demanded more practical and theoretical attention. Respondents were keen to advance an approach to their work whereby relationships with young people were built upon trust and principles of empowerment. It was suggested that ownership of the sector should lie largely with young people themselves and there was a great need, and challenge, to engage young people in programmes and initiatives that were ‘truly youth-led.’  This is a refreshing reminder of the essence of the work and principles underpinning social education.

Partnerships
The research findings suggest that the Youth Service in Northern Ireland is fragmented and that co-operation and partnerships between the statutory, voluntary and community sector is not as strong as it could be. It was felt that this has led to a culture where knowledge, experience and information were not freely shared. There was a call amongst respondents for more recognition of each sector’s strengths and better co-ordination and collaboration between them. Useful suggestions were made about secondment opportunities between agencies and sectors and more forums to share learning. There was also an appeal for a more effective and united Youth Service to emerge that would lead to greater co-operation and co-ordination of resources and training across the sectors. 

Concluding remarks
This study into career paths and views of Community Youth Work graduates has highlighted many professional issues that merit further research and debate. Whilst there are similarities, youth work in Northern Ireland has evolved in a different way to youth work in the rest of the UK. External factors such as the ‘troubles’ and lack of political stability have generated new funding opportunities that have led to the emergence of three separate and distinct youth sectors within Northern Ireland. In particular the evolution of the voluntary sector, and more recently the community sector, has contributed to a broadening of youth work. This broadening, whilst generating new opportunities for innovative youth work practice, has also created ambivalence as to the overall purpose of the work and ushered in ‘a spirit of competitiveness’ in regard to the allocation of resources. Expansion over the past fifteen years has also led to career paths becoming much more diversified. There is natural unease about the long-term sustainability of many aspects of Community Youth Work. This is evidenced by the fact that 53% of the voluntary and community sectors were on fixed or short-term contracts and concerns respondents had in regard to the looming funding precipice in 2006. These trends echo the JRF UK findings (Crimmens et al 2004) that ‘the root of the difficulties with staffing is funding’ (Spence et al, 2003).

It would also appear that the diversification of the Youth Service has contributed to a refocusing of skills whereby many youth workers perceive themselves as increasingly providing a more ‘specialist’ rather than the traditional ‘generic’ service to young people. Indeed these developments are at the heart of reasons why the skills and expertise of youth workers are increasingly sought after by other professions. The findings also identify specific recruitment concerns in regard to age, gender and religious imbalances that have major implications for future employers. There is also a need for better post qualifying support to reduce isolation. 

The fact that 75% of graduates wanted to remain within the profession and 64% of the workforce was aged under 40 provides a potentially healthy foundation for the future. Despite the challenges facing the profession locally and nationally, this study depicts a profession that continues to thrive and grow. It is a profession where its workers are often the unsung heroes of many communities throughout UK and Ireland; a profession committed to young people and their issues and, in the words of one respondent, a profession where its workers are ‘worth their weight in gold’. 

Ken Harland, Tony Morgan and Sam McCready are members of the Community Youth Work team at the University of Ulster.
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